phenomenon, although former East German filmmakers certainly retain a distinctive voice. And what are the institutional dynamics of a stateless cinema such as that of Palestine? National cinemas are continually in process, evolving with the ebb and flow of nation-states, and with the importance of the nation-state itself as both a geopolitical force and a conceptual entity.
Shifting political landscapes at the sub-national level too can affect a national cinema's status. Apartheid-era South African films have a problematic place within film history, and have been routinely excluded from accounts of African cinema. Since the end of apartheid, South African films have circulated more widely and have attracted much more international interest (although even then, not always without controversy:
when Tsotsi won the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film in 2006, many in its home country considered the film, which was directed by the white South African Gavin Hood, to be so 'Hollywoodised' as to be almost unrecognisably South African).
Then too, political forces can make national cinemas inaccessible altogether. For example, although the first Korean feature film was made in 1923, there are no extant pre-1945 feature films, because these were either destroyed during the Korean War or suppressed during Japanese imperial rule in the early part of the century.
In the 1960s and 1970s, cinema was embraced by many nation-states as a potential tool in the struggle to reassert national autonomy in the wake of decolonisation.
The Third Cinema movement, which began in Latin America and was soon invoked by film-makers in Asia and Africa, at once supported these national struggles and asserted an international solidarity among Third World countries (see also Third world and postcolonial cinema, p. 00). In particular, Lusophone African states such as Mozambique and Angola adopted a form of 'guerilla' film-making that attempted to merge Marxist theories with film practice, resulting in a politically committed cinema. Many African was made by Taiwan-born Ang Lee, who now lives in Connecticut. The concept of national cinema is even less straightforward in the transnational era, when multinational co-productions are becoming increasingly common. If we look to audiences to give the term 'national cinema' meaning, then we are in for incoherence: viewers in West Africa prefer kung-fu films and Bollywood musicals to homegrown fare, and European viewers watch more American films than films produced in their own countries. The fact that South Korean viewers began displaying a preference for domestic films over foreign 4 films in the late 1990s has been heralded as a remarkable sign of the unusual robustness of the Korean film industry, rather than as something to be taken for granted (see, for example, Roger Clarke, "The Life and Seoul of the Party," The Independent, 27 April 2001). All in all, one could be forgiven for wondering if national cinema was merely a short-lived phenomenon, a temporary blip on the world cinematic radar. In the era of globalisation, is it still possible to speak of national cinemas at all, or have they receded, like the withering away of the state that Friedrich Engels so famously predicted some 130 years ago, if in a rather different context (Engels 1878)?
Certainly, and to a large extent, national cinema is a relational, conceptual category, constructed in response to the domination of American cinema, which is often conceived as the only truly globalised, or 'region-free' cinema (like the DVD players that have become a significant means of exhibition). However, the what is considered to be the first sub-Saharan African film was made, the short feature Afrique sur Seine (Paulin Soumanou Vieyra), yet this film was shot, and set, in Paris (Sembène's 1965 La Noire de …, considered to be the first feature-length film made in sub-Saharan Africa, was also set and filmed largely in France). As these and other films demonstrate, a film's national identity is not reducible to its setting. Ultimately, very few film-makers set out to make a German film or a Taiwanese film or an American film; their films often acquire these identities 8 retrospectively, at film festivals and in books and university courses, all of which still rely heavily on the idea of national cinema as an organising principle. Yet this principle not only has an important heuristic function, it also has significant political, economic and affective value, which indicates that, despite the problems with attempts to attribute national identities to otherwise heterogeneous bodies of films, the concept of national cinema is not in danger of disappearing anytime soon.
